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Ten activities for learning and teaching language 
 
Recently, Linda Willis, one of our co-editors caught up with Phillip Poulton whom she taught last 
year at the University of Queensland (UQ).  Phil combines his knowledge of language and his music 
background to develop activities to support learning and teaching in his classroom. Many of these 
are used to consolidate learning and/or transition the students from one activity to the next. Phil’s 
approach is not only to minimise potential lost class time but also to take advantage of every 
opportunity as a teachable moment. Phil also believes that these warm-ups/activities can be altered 
or adapted to suit varying age levels in early to mid primary classrooms. Below Phil describes to 
Linda ten ideas that he uses in his classroom.  
 
1. Simple and compound sentence circle 
The students are seated in a circle on the floor. I have a set of small laminated cards on which the 
conjunctions are written, starting off with more common ones (e.g., “and”, “so”, “or”, “but”) and 
adding more later (e.g., “yet”, “nor”). It is important to revise at the start of each game what we 
expect in a simple sentence (i.e. a noun, a verb, a sentence that can stand alone). We start off by 
chanting:  
 
Simple sentence  
Simple sentence (NB: We say it twice because a compound sentence joins two simple sentences) 
Let’s become a compound sentence 
And, or, but, so! 
 
This is repeated a few times and the set of conjunctions is passed around from person to person. 
When the class gets to “so”, the person holding the set of cards is “it”. Then the teacher says their 
simple sentence, making sure it has a noun and a verb, and the student has to use which ever 
conjunction is on top in their sentence. For example, if the conjunction “but” is on top, the teacher 
might say, “Mr Poulton went to the shop” and the student might respond, “but he realised he forgot 
his wallet”. If the student makes a correct compound sentence, they keep the card. The game 
continues until all the cards are used. We generally play the game twice. If someone has had a turn 
then the opportunity to participate goes to someone new. This is used daily in my classroom as an 
English lesson warm-up. It helps develop confidence in identifying the correct conjunction to use and 
supports acute thinking skills in my students. When students use the conjunction incorrectly, it 
provides a great discussion point for other students to suggest ideas. In some games (particularly at 
the beginning), I assign a “phone-a-friend” opportunity for each student. In this way if they get stuck, 
they can consult with a peer to think of an idea.  
 
2. Show me the evidence 
I use the Question-Answer-Response strategy to develop students’ comprehension. One of my main 
teaching goals is developing literal or “right there” comprehension particularly in non-fiction texts. I 
have a set of laminated cards in the shape of an arrow. When we are working in reading groups, I 
might ask a question like: “How many times does a cicada shed its skin?” The children use their cards 
e.g., to show me the evidence for their answer by pointing the arrow at the appropriate words in the 
written text. The activity is a great way for me to see if the students have evidentiary support for 
their answers. This overcomes a student giving the answer and the rest of the group not needing to 
think about it. I can immediately see if someone is not focusing. I have also used it to develop 
inferential (“think and search”) comprehension by asking the group to find a number of clues that 
will help guide our thinking. In this way, all students are given the opportunity to find clues and it 
promotes discussion about what is needed for us to comprehend the text. What has been affirming 
for me is that some of the latest test results have come back and all of my students returned results 
that indicated they used evidence from the text.   
 
3. Morning puzzle 
As the name suggests, Morning Puzzle is an activity I use first thing in the day. It is mostly used to 
revise work. The children are divided into three groups. I use three posters and on these are the 
words Morning Puzzle and the group’s name. On each poster they have an individual laminated 
puzzle piece with blu-tack on the back so they can re-use it every day. In the morning when the bell 
goes, the students come in and grab their puzzle piece. There is a puzzle written up on the 
whiteboard under the title, Morning Puzzle. For example, I might give them a noun like “witch” and 
the task could be, “Write a noun group using this word” e.g., . Another example might be that there 
are four or five words on the whiteboard and the puzzle is for students to, “Write down the verbs 
from these words” (where two out of the five words could be verbs). After the roll is marked the 
class and I check the answers to the Morning Puzzle. As can be seen from the accompanying 
photograph, I can also look at the responses and see how different students went so it becomes 
formative assessment. Students in my class have taken responsibility for their own puzzle piece and 
look after it and expect it each morning! 
 
4. Hey Johnny 
This is an activity based on the well-known rhyme, Hey Johnny. We move to the words: Hey Johnny 
do you want to pick a fight, I’ll meet you on the corner on a Saturday night. You can wiggle, you can 
wobble, you can do the twist but I betcha, I betcha, you can’t do this. Hey Johnny is usually a music 
game but I use it in literacy for consolidating learning (mostly at the end of a session) by asking the 
students to, for example, tell me: a noun group, an adjective to describe something, create a 
sentence. When someone has had a go, they can choose the next person. The children enjoy it and 
don’t seem to find it confronting as it is has been introduced since the first day as a game. I also use 
it as a classroom management strategy for end-of-day dismissal.  
 
5. Three-letter words 
I use this strategy for getting organised which is a key goal for students in the early years. I write a 
key word that we might have just been learning on the white board. In English we might have been 
talking about a particular language feature so I could use a word like “running” or it could be a word 
from another learning area, for example, in numeracy, it could be “quarter” or “halves”. As the 
leader is coordinating the organisation of their group, the students are also watching me as I point to 
each letter of the word. They have to pay careful attention to each letter and they are keeping an 
eye out because when their group is organised they have to know which letter they are up to. Then I 
ask each group, “What letter did you get to?” I write these letters on the board and then we see how 
many three letter or smaller words we can make out of them. For example, if the word was 
“quarter”, one group might get to “a”, the second “t” and the third “r”. From these we could make 
several words such as “rat”, tar”, “art” or smaller words such as “at”. If it was “q”, “t”, “r” then we 
would talk about not being able to make a word and why not. I find the focus on certain words 
actually helps the students to learn the words and consolidate their letter-sound knowledge. I also 
consider that making my thinking visible is helpful for the students’ learning and adds to their 
knowledge of spelling strategies. 
 
6. Positional language 
This activity correlates with our work in Geography. We have looked at areas of the world and lines 
of latitude such as Tropic of Capricorn, Equator and Tropic of Cancer. Outside the classroom there 
are three equidistant trees; these serve as an analogy for what we have learnt about world divisions. 
The children line up in front of me standing at the second tree. I remind them of our work on world 
divisions and then ask, “If this were in the middle of the Earth, what line would it be? (Equator) We 
then talk about the northern hemisphere and the southern hemisphere as well as North Pole and 
South Pole etc. After we have gone through making comparisons with our work in Geography, 
moving appropriately, we play a game where I give them instructions such as: “Go to the line above 
the equator” or “Go to the line below the equator”. Other positional words used include: “next to”, 
“beside”, “between”, “on”, “opposite”, “beyond”, “centre”, “close”. 
 
I also use a variation of this activity as a game for phonemic awareness. I assign each line with a 
blend, a cluster, a diagraph and/or diphthong that we have learnt over a unit. For example, line 1 is 
the consonant blend “thr”, line 2 is the consonant blend “squ” and line three is the consonant blend 
“str”. We begin on the middle line (our alphabet) and I say a spelling word. Students must move to 
the correct line depending on the spelling pattern of the word. For example, if I say “squeeze”, 
students would move to line 2. If a student moves to the incorrect line, they join me on the side and 
practise spelling the word verbally before becoming a spotter.  
 
7. Synonym-antonym game 
This activity is also called the “who has” game. I have a teacher-prepared set of flash cards with 
synonyms (two make a match, for example, “mean” and “cruel”) (another set of cards are for 
antonyms). The students pass their cards around to a known song like Rig-A-Jig-Jig that I have 
adapted to suit the context of synonym and antonym use. The song I use in this activity goes: 
 
As I was walking down the street, down the street 
I found a word upon my feet 
Hi Ho, Hi Ho, Hi Ho 
 
Students are seated in a circle position and are each given a flashcard. As we sing the song, students 
pass the cards clockwise around the circle. The teacher walks around the outside of the circle and 
when the song finishes, they gently tap a student on the shoulder to become “it.” This student 
stands up and announces their word (e.g., “mean”). The student with a matching card stands up and 
has to “speed walk” around the circle to catch the first student. We always discuss the match and 
determine if it was correct. There is no winner or loser in the game but an opportunity for some 
action to keep the game engaging! After checking the match and even using it in a sentence, the 
game starts again and we sing the song, continuing until all matches have been made.  
 
8. Tower of power 
I have adapted a previously-made activity known as Tower of Power (a parts-of-speech game) from 
the website Teach This as a spelling game.  I use the pre-created Tower of Power game board from 
the Teach This website and give each student a counter. This activity is used weekly in my class 
especially with my EALD students. The students go with a helper. They are given a laminated 
“whiteboard” and a whiteboard pen. It is like a challenge. They are asked to spell one of the words 
from their weekly spelling list on to the whiteboard. They hold up their whiteboard, spell the word 
for the helper and, if it is correct, advance up the Tower of Power. The activity is very motivational 
and engaging for the students because it is a game; they know they want to get to the top. At the 
same time, they know they are practising learning the words.    
 
9. Modelled response 
Every week I write a modelled text type for the work we are doing and enlarge and print it out on an 
A3 sheet of paper. For example, this week I created my own response for a persuasive response to 
the topic, Brothers versus Sisters. Using the Seven Steps to Writing approach, I developed a Sizzling 
Start then my Three Main Ideas and last my Ending with Impact statement. Although some teachers 
may not like the idea, I don’t think you can lead students astray by creating your own example. 
Writing the modelled response gives you (as the teacher) the opportunity to be in the students’ 
shoes and identify the difficulties they may experience. I introduce my modelled response at the 
beginning of the week and it is fixed to the English word wall in my classroom. If someone is stuck, I 
encourage them to go and read what I did for my Sizzling Start, my Three Ideas etc. As I teach a large 
of number of EALD students, having a constant and specific model allows them to hear and view 
expected sentence structures and other text organisation ideas. Each paragraph is given a different 
colour so that students recognise differences between each idea. My Sizzling Start and Ending with 
Impact statements are written in the same colour to demonstrate the connection between these 
ideas.  
 
10. Heads down, spell up 
This game is played like the well-known traditional game of Heads Down, Thumbs Up and was 
created by a member from ProTeacher in 2001 
(http://www.proteacher.org/a/20217_Spelling_Activities.html). I choose three people and they 
choose someone from among the class and then go and stand at the front of the class. I ask the 
person who was selected to spell a class word that we’ve been working on. They spell their words 
out loud. If they do not get the spelling correct, I ask someone else and the whole class then spells 
the word out loud together. Then the person whose turn it was gets to pick which person they think 
might have picked them. And then… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
